Belarusian <i>in utero</i> cohort: new opportunity to evaluate health effects of prenatal and early-life exposure to ionizing radiation.
In April 1986, the Chernobyl nuclear accident resulted in wide-scale contamination of Belarus with significantly elevated levels of radioiodine isotopes, mainly Iodine-131 (131I), and long-lived radiocesium isotopes, mainly Cesium-137 (137Cs). Various groups of the population were affected by exposure to ionizing radiation, including pregnant women and their fetuses. This paper describes the methods and results related to establishment of a cohort of 2,965 Belarusian persons exposed in utero due to Chernobyl fallout. The cohort consists of individuals whose mothers resided in the most radioactively contaminated areas in Belarus at the time of the accident. Prenatal and postnatal doses to the thyroid due to intake of 131I, external irradiation and ingestion of radiocaesium isotopes were estimated for all cohort members. Ongoing research on this unique cohort will provide important information on adverse health effects following prenatal and postnatal exposure to radioiodine and radiocesium isotopes, for which available epidemiological data are scant.